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Baldev Raj Panesar* 
(1927-2014) 

(An ode to a friend) 
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It’s almost four years 
That I lost my dearest friend and 
colleague. 
Some of his letters, greeting cards and 
paintings 
Shelved for ages, when retrieved 
Prodded me to share with others.   
 A few of his initial paintings  
And greeting cards of later years. 
Alongside, I couldn’t but help 
Nostalgia gripping me 
In recording glowing memories,  
 Not many are aware. 
Who knows which moment sets the evening 
of my life? 
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Some quirk of destiny made us meet 
At Indian Statistical Institute, Calcutta 
Myself from Lucknow University, 
And he from Kanpur, in close proximity. 
We used to address each other 
With names ending with `saab’ 
A relic of Kanpur-Lucknow culture 
More endearing we thought 
Than the `Babu’ used in Kolkata 
But what made us lifelong friends? 
Could be the game of table tennis which we 
Played for hours at the I.S.I hostel; 
My backhand flicks were returned by half 
volleys 



Aggression met with a totally defensive 
game, 
Bored nevertheless, I admired his 
obduracy and dedication, 
Had no idea then that he would carry 
forward 
These attribute and reach the pinnacle of 
success 
In a different field altogether.  
           

3 
Hailing from Punjab, 
He loved Calcutta and its people, 
An accomplished photographer by hobby, 
In the fifties and sixties of the last 
century 
His favourite subject was portraiture. 
But somehow his Rolliflex camera was 
stolen. 
A deep shock for him, it was however, 
A gain for the world of artists 
Without any formal training, 
He switched over to landscape painting.  
The mentor Dilip Dasgupta, the renowned 
artist 
Who teaching him besides the basics of 
painting, 
Provided female models which to a shy 
Panesar 
Was a trial by any standards? 
He became obsessed with drawing human 
figures 
Through a mannequin which replaced the 
Rolliflex 
From portraiture in photography to 
figurative 
Abstraction in painting came  

From a heightened sensibility for 
composition 
Where faces were purposely jumbled up, 
Forms and shapes are immaculately drawn. 
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4 
With his loose-fitting trouser, bush shirt 
all in khaddar 
And the age- old ubiquitous umbrella, 
He refused to change with the times. 
Life sidled by in a certain tune 
His simple living became the 
accompaniment 
With no individual address, 
He was not bound by any ties 



That the ordinary mortals 
Battled continually in life: 
Perhaps for that he had chosen a life in 
hostels. 
A total of more than sixty- five years 
One hostel to another, would have 
appeared  
Exasperatingly boring to anybody 
But not Panesar who was among a rare 
species not  
To have a telephone or mobile far less a 
P.C or an e-mail 
Myself being at Delhi and Panesar saab at 
Kolkata, 
For three decades we were in touch 
through letters, 
Till the doyen breathed his last. 
Posted greeting cards every New Year, 
Occasionally with landscapes 
That I preserved but without any inkling 
Of using them at this hour.    
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5 
He was a prisoner to art  
Ties being meaningless, ephemeral and 
transient, 
Art was his beloved, an adored deity 
He had attuned himself to his own melody 
No shackle to compel him to a different 
note, 
In consonance with Tagore**, he was not 
aware 
In that sense he was a true poet and 
musician,  
Individualistic with a large emotional 
component. 
Many of his paintings were the depiction 
of ruins 
The debris indicative of devastating 
sadness 
A melancholy touch which he didn’t 
display, 
Perhaps, it was the melody of tenebrous 
pangs 
To set free the agonies ever perplexing 
him,                         
He had a deep belief in his ability, 
A compulsive urge to succeed 
But never had he felt smug at his 
achievement, 
His destiny was an unending search 
And this very quality made me feel small 
before him  
I got dwarfed before his creativity. 
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Once expressed his desire to marry 
A Bengali widow/ divorcee with no issues: 
An ad in a local Bengali Patrika 
Brought numerous responses 
Nervous to contemplate, as he was  
On post-marriage incompatibility 
Perhaps, of interest, style of living and 
taste, 
Only one was rewarded a few meetings. 
He had wanted to help her financially 
But probably her brother stole his camera. 
The twin effect of loss of camera was of 
course 
Never to photograph or to marry 
Celibacy was an advantage in his freedom  
In removing the albatross of marital life 
off his neck 
He had wooed art, succumbed to her wants 
Like an ascetic, the search began for 
newer art forms 
Landscape, oil, water colours, collage to 
graphics 
And much later, acrylics.  



      
Size: 3.5”x 5.5”

 
Underestimated by his colleagues
But undeterred by their fun and remarks
He carried on his works of art
Culminating in joining the Contemporary 
Group of Artists 
And an exhibition of thirty-three 
landscape paintings. 
Asked any visitor to draw any line on his
sketch book 
And desired to know what he would like to 
be drawn 
So dexterous, he finished the sketch 
within no time 
Whether it was a dancer, a cricketer or 
anyone else 
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The Y.M.C.A hostel where he 
same room 
Three to four decades, unlike the I.S.I 
hostel,  
Was ideally suited for the search for 
hidden talent  
Its precincts looked like a bazar,
He would search among the kids for the 
talent 
Found Shakila, gave her a new meaning to 
life 
By this time, he was a famous collagist
But with no studio, neither
bungalow 
He slept in a small room in the hostel
A bed full of sketch books, magazines
Allowing him to hardly crawl into it,
Three-fourths of the room occupied with 
magazines 
Painting- brushes, canvasses of varying 
sizes, 
Needs minimized like a saintly person 
With no temptation to buy good things for 
himself 
While ignoring the needs of others:
Yudhistir wanted victory against six in
enemies. 
Those of lust, anger, 
arrogance and envy 
From Yaksha when he answered all his
questions. 
Panesar did not need any boon
He had conquered them all
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Happened to visit Panesar during one of my 
tours to Calcutta 
Found him in the basketball ground of the 
Y.M.C.A hostel 
Relaxing outside his room, busy in feeding 
the pigeons 
Sitting on his laps, shoulders and top of 
head. 
Panesar claimed that pigeons talk to him, 
Could be that he was ascertaining the 
hidden talent 
Of the birds, as was his practice with kids. 
Or whether he was aware about the study 
By Japanese scientists, that pigeons could 
Differentiate between a Picasso and a 
Monet. 
Colour receptors being three times more 
than human beings? 
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Panesar helped the needy with humility 
Any sale of his painting, he immediately 
donated to 
The Society of Contemporary Artists 
Drawn to the poor and deprived  
He chose to put all his energies to share 
their grief. 
Vivekananda once addressed to Girish 
Ghosh, a famous actor, 
Playwright and staunch devotee of Sri 
Ramakrishna,  
That even if a thousand births have to be 
taken 
He would do it to relieve a little of the 
grief of a single soul. 
Panesar achieved a complete 
metamorphosis of Shakila  
From, a street urchin to an award-winning 
collagist 
Vivekananda in heaven must be proud of 
him. 
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10 
A person so simple, unassuming and humble 
did paintings extremely complex,  
Gave mostly `Untitled’ as the caption,  
Hardly visited any place other than 
Calcutta suburbs. 
He was ever smiling but behind that smile 
The genius judged you better than you 
yourself. 
Through abstract painting,  
He posed the question, as if 
To critics and laymen alike, 
`Est-ce que vous comprenez?’ 
Thereby, challenging the placid perception 
of their minds. 

11 
As in a collage, any torn paper or any left- 
over object has its value if it’s rightly 
merged to form a part of the whole.  

Size: 69.5”x 15” 
 
 
Using the analogy, every person must have 
Some utility in the larger framework, 
Community or social. 
Panesar equated this as `Human Collage’.# 

The talents of the poor and the deprived 
Have to be ascertained by other persons 
And have to raise them from the adverse 
circumstances, 
Educate them and help them to achieve 
success. 
To an ordinary mortal, such a concept is 
Utopian. 
But not to a rank optimist 
That Panesar was. 
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--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
*Modified version of my earlier unpublished draft (2012) when Panesar was alive and very active, 
apart from updating includes a few of his lesser known paintings. A view of his works at his third 
exhibition could be seen in the brochure `Panesar’s Selection’ (2007). 
** Tagore’s poem `amare bandhvi tora sei bandhan—‘ 
 #Also refer to`Shakila Jiboner Collage’ (in Bengali) by Mrinal Ghosh;  
   Prabuddha Bharat, Oct 2011, Jan 2012.   
 



  


